Artist Statement I begin by imagining the protagonist's hands. I know my method might sound a bit odd, but I've always been fascinated by hands because they're very telling of a person's more visceral story to those who choose to pay close enough attention. Hands let me discover what it is the character may do for work, where they've traveled or live, their age, possible interests, how they might smell and sound. After cultivating these threads of viable character traits I then consider if a close or wide psychic distance would best serve to strengthen the overall character development of the protagonist and secondary characters as they are presented to the reader.
Once I feel as though I have a good idea of who the story's key characters are and where their motivations lie, I follow their hands to then build the world around them. By focusing on each character's hands I'm able to identify how each character interacts with one another and how they physically engage with their surroundings.
After I've established a character's outward appearance, I then sit with them for awhile and imagine how others might engage with them if they were real. When creating Nilo, the protagonist in It's Time, I pretended as though he were one of the regular bank tellers who'd be very knowledable, upbeat and charming when working with customers, but would then go home and almost shut down after having exhausted all of his social energy in his exchanges at the bank. Next I needed to figure out why an introvert would subject themself to a career path where they are expected to be social and value customer service. This train of thought led me to his familial background, which then upped the stakes for his potential reconnection with his longlost sisters. I chose to have Nilo independently work on a self-made boat with the dream of taking it on the Mississippi River because it's a very 'American' trope that I think is more P a g e | 4
interesting to unpack when from the perspective of an immigrant minority who may subconsciously be appropriating a Western fable. By focusing on the perspectives and voices who are often disregarded and unrecognized by both readers and publishers alike, I hope to shake up the literary establishment. As an observer I notice the frequency of people who tend to avoid or shy away from conversations or instances requiring them to step outside of their zone of comfort in order to experience life through the eyes, skin, and bones of someone else. Keeping this in mind, I don't often provide much, if any exposition before revealing the occasion for story to the reader. Such as with Robin's narration in The Storm, I prefer to introduce my stories with characters engaged in short passages of dialogue or at the onset of a rising action in order to imitate a relatable concept of time that will exist with each reader well beyond the page. Once I've done the work of providing the reader(s) with glimpses of the story's underlying tensions, I then make space for each protagonist to bring the reader(s) inward. In the final story, No Onions, for example, Thom corrects his customer's mispronunciation of his last name and internally calls Mr. Ruttle a "dumbass" while maintaining a respectful external tone. I often incorporate internal dialogue within the first few pages of a short story in order to establish credibility between the narrator and the reader(s). This then allows me to slow the pacing down enough for the narrator to describe the setting, and how characters are then perceived both with and within the world I'm creating.
After countless writing workshops and constructive feedback from my peers, I'm aware that my writing doesn't always elicit the sense of trust in the reader from the author. As noted in early drafts of It's Time and The Storm, I sometimes saturate narratives with redundant details and descriptions instead of letting the reader formulate their own views and motivations about varying characters and the world present on the page. Reflecting on past drafts and the final P a g e | 5
versions present in this portfolio, I now understand this process to be my method of figuring out each character's misfit details and how they will function on the page and work within the fictitious realm. Just as I've learned to distinguish and cut out the abundance of unnecessary adjectives in early drafts, I am now working to improve on recognizing and letting go of the hindering descriptions that only distract the reader(s) from the story.
During a productive workshop of It's Time, I'd received feedback about reader's confusion regarding Eric's relationship to Nilo and whether they were friends, roommates, or lovers. At the time I'd decided they were roommates and chose to show Eric as the more physically masculine of the two characters. Though I was still uncertain of their relationship myself, I did know that my aim was to juxtapose Nilo's own struggles with his internalized mental and cultural masculinity. Following my readings of Shaila Abdullah's novel Saffron Dreams and essays by James Baldwin, I discerned that the scenes where Eric attempts to convince Nilo to call Yussef back and connect with his sisters after moving them to the United States from their home in Morocco manifested as intimate synergy. I changed my mind and chose to engage Nilo and Eric as lovers instead of heteronormative roommates because I was better able to justify Eric's motives for repeatedly answering the phone and taking messages for Nilo though he is annoyed. When I began editing their dialogue to sound as though they've been in a committed relationship for a substantial amount of time I no longer felt like the story was resisting me. This then made it easy and enjoyable to write in the organic moments where Eric lays his arm across Nilo's shoulders or kisses his forehead. My ambition for future drafts of It's Time is to expand on Eric's expressed insecurity when he asks Nilo if he's avoiding his sisters as a ploy to keep them from learning of their relationship and their older brother's homosexuality.
My thought is to further complicate the stakes for Nilo when considering how his family's faith bicycle repair shop owner named Thom. Aside from Thom's declared motivation of murdering unsuspecting Uber drivers as his only foreseeable option to maintain his livelihood-however completely disregarding his poor customer service-I didn't have much of a sense for his characterization. I don't typically read suspense novels or thrillers, and instead relied on influences from Toni Morrison's Beloved and a mercy. I was most intrigued with Morrison's use of young protagonists' perspectives and voice to defamiliarize the reader's own notions of children's innate innocence albeit shaped by the grueling, unavoidable societal constructs. Thom didn't strike me as the fatherly type, so I decided it would be interesting if Thom had a child he didn't know about but who sought him out as a teenager.
I concentrated on Morrison's use of syntax and diction to manifest a feeling of uneasiness throughout her storylines and did my best to emulate the same techniques. No Onions was one of the more difficult stories I've written in quite some time because it includes flashbacks alluding to rape. I struggled in identifying who would be revealed as the perpetrator of the past actions, which led to the spawning of Cora. After a few drafts of trying to force the narrative in either direction, I recognized how I could use what I don't actually know about the characters to my authorial advantage. I decided to leave the question as to whether or not Thom had forced himself on Bera up to the reader(s). I juxtaposed details such as, "Thom thought hard but could only remember the moist heat of her breath on his palm and the saltiness of her neck," before he becomes nauseous, and later, "Thom ran his tongue across the corner of his lower lip where Bera had bit hard enough to draw blood," to further complicate Thom's characterization and whether or not Cora was justified in her chosen action. In future drafts of No Onions I think it would be fun and interesting to refine Cora's storyline into a series of vignettes. I would include Cora's relationship with her mom, Bera, and how she's perceived to those she interacts with at school. Looking back down at the faired frame of his wooden boat in front of him, Nilo ran his fingers across its smooth surface and savoured the tangibility of his efforts. Nilo's heart rattled his ribcage and he began to feel a persistent, heavy throbbing in both his temples. "No, no, no," he defiantly repeated. "You didn't." Nilo looked down at the message then back up at Eric. "You know I can't," he said in a whisper, running his hand through his curly, black hair. "I'll shame them." Nilo threw his head back and took a deep breath. What do I do? His instincts were telling him to jump in his car and run, but he knew fleeing was not an option. He sat back down on the steel stool, elbows propped up on the workbench, and his face in the mild scent of glue that coated his hands. "I get why it's a big deal, Nilo. I mean, twenty years is a hell of a long time. But why do you think you'll shame 'em if they see that you're sick? Do you just not want them to know we're together?" Nilo raised his head from his hands and turned around to face his lover. "The last time we saw our Papa he looked as decrepit as me. Men with guns kicked down our door after supper and grabbed my Mother by the hair, throwing her into the wall. Papa tried to save her, but a man hit him across the face with the butt of his gun and they all began to kick him. He cried out in pain.
There was so much blood. I grabbed my sisters and we ran."
Eric grabbed the stool next to Nilo and slowly lowered his body onto it. "You've never told me this before...who were they?" "Bad men my Papa owed money to. He brought shame on our family." Nilo grimaced at the memory of his Mother threatening to move him and his sisters to their Aunt and Uncles if his Father wouldn't stop throwing their money away. As a child Nilo believed it was his Father's injuries from the mining accident that kept him from providing for their family like he'd done before. Looking back, he knew his Father no longer cared for responsibilities of any sort.
Hesitance crept into Eric's inflection. "And that's why you came here to the States?" "Yeah," Nilo nodded, "or they would have killed me too." "Did you really think you wouldn't see your sisters once you got 'em here?" "I hoped, but realistically? No, I didn't. Not looking like this. Anyway, I'm sorry I never told you any of this before, Eric. Some things just belong in the past."
Nilo watched Eric try and make sense of this new information. He was wide eyed with his mouth slightly open again. He blinked a few times then reached over for Nilo's glass of water and finished it off. Eric began to cough, "There's-" He beat his fist against his chest. "There was shit in it." Wiping the excess water from his brown and red mustache, Eric looked back at Nilo. "They won't be ashamed, babe, just happy to see you I bet. They probably just want to thank you for getting them outta there and all, trust me."
Tears began to well up in Nilo's eyes. He quickly looked away from Eric, refusing to let him see any tears roll down his cheeks. He rose to his feet and let out a deep groan in an effort to pull himself together. "When will they be here?" Nilo asked in a confident tone.
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Eric's lips curled into a smirk, "Eight, depending on traffic. So...'bout thirty, maybe thirty-five minutes from now. I think you should show 'em the boat when they get here. Let 'em see what you've been working so hard on."
Nilo gazed at the boat's wooden frame and over at the fitted sheets of plywood waiting to be attached. The throbbing in his temples became dull. He took a long, slow breath. "I guess. I wonder what they'll think about their older brother sailing his own boat down the Mississippi River." Nilo chuckled to himself reflecting on the usual doubtful expressions he received from his customers at the bank when he told them his big plan.
The familiar, faint, repetitive ringing of the house phone carried over to the garage. Nilo and Eric looked at each other, then Nilo walked inside. The phone rang two more times. "Unfortunately, Nilo, we will not be able to make it to that part of town this evening. Any chance we can reschedule for tomorrow afternoon instead?" "Oh?" Nilo responded without any hint of relief. "Why can't you bring them tonight?" "The poor things, they're terrified to be in an enclosed vehicle at night. They won't make the distance in the dark. The afternoon will be more kind to their nerves. Will this be okay with you?" The Storm I couldn't believe it.
I gripped the letter delivered for Linnet. The stationery was the perfect thickness, the kind that indicated the museum's ability to spend the extra bucks on acid-free and watermarked cotton paper, matched with a sleek cursive font-every other line included her name and not mine; it should've been mine. I brought her letter-laced with hypocrisy-with me to the backyard where I swayed on the hammock still dampened from the previous night's storm, and mulled over the congratulatory sentences on her first week of work and the dates she'd need to make note of in her soon-to-be busy calendar.
How can she do this to me? I swung and stewed in anger the duration of the sunset over the Gulf, her deceit at the forefront of every thought. She'll be home around six, I reassured myself, and better have some good goddamn answers.
The day's humidity lingered into the evening and I could only make out the stars' radiance in subtle glimpses between the steadily moving clouds and gaps between the palms hanging over my head. I could smell the rain coming and hear the tides in the semi-distant east rush onto the shore, but I didn't want to move just yet. Moving would mean my acceptance of the looming storm and I wasn't ready. I let her letter rest on my belly and watched it rise and fall as I welcomed the salty ocean air and the crisp scent of rain. "She knew I needed this job," I whispered.
In the corner of my eye I caught a quick shadow move against the refulgent light in the dining room. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my teeth. I was startled to hear the front door slam shut and Linnet's voice echo against the concrete walls from the front hallway. "Cattleman Road?" I heard her inquire. "Great, I'll be there around ten-ish. Buh-bye." "Ten-ish," I repeated to myself, "that's not even a real time." I realized I could no longer hear the tapping of her high-heeled shoes against the tile. Before I could turn my head she was barefoot and next to me, opening the refrigerator.
"Guess there's no more tea," Linnet said into the fridge, irritated.
The sound of annoyance in her inflection made my blood boil. She had no right to be upset, she stole my dream job out from underneath me-backstabbing bitch. I knew the tea was P a g e | 18
behind the crockpot but I didn't care to divulge the information. Instead, I faced her, resting my hand on my hip, and silently watched her give up. She let out a quick groan and flung the refrigerator door closed. I decided this would be her moment, the last chance she'd have to tell me about the docent position and how, rather, why she'd stolen it from me. Linn was never one to come right out and confess anything she'd done wrong and I knew she'd need a little coaxing.
"How was your day, Linn?" My mouth asked the question but I felt as though the words I don't care were written on my forehead.
"Pretty good," she said between her teeth. She walked past me to the fruit basket hanging above the sink and grabbed the last starfruit. "Beat the storm." "Mhm," I responded, propping myself up on the counter next to Isham and stroking his back. "Weather report said it's not gonna last long but is expected to be destructive."
Gusts of wind had begun to pick up outside the kitchen window, the Marlberry branches scratched against the glass. My eyes followed Linnet as she maneuvered from cupboard to cabinet for a cutting board and a knife; she was cautious not to make eye contact with me. Strike one. I'll be more frank. "Ya know, you haven't told me anything about the new job, Linn. You started...last week?" I gazed up at the ceiling fan and pretended as if I couldn't quite remember when she started. "I was thinking you and me could have a girls night tonight, ya know, without Linnet slid a slice of fruit between her thin red lips and wiped the excess juice on her black pencil skirt before striding into the dining room. I hopped down from the counter and slowly walked after her. She was holding the letter and standing over the dining table made of driftwood we had built almost six years ago now.
Linn and I used to do everything together, back when we considered ourselves unrelated sisters-that is before she started dating the hot shot curator. Before she decided I'm not cool enough to go out partying with her and his stuck up friends, leaving me at home alone with Isham for days on end. Her thin, shoulder-length, strawberry-blonde hair hid her face-I was hoping to see her jaw drop or her rosy complexion fade to white upon realizing she'd been exposed. I leaned up against the entryway, arms folded across my chest, staring at her so hard that if I had lasers for eyes she would've already had holes burned straight through her skull and into the walls past her. "Wanna explain?" "You opened my mail!" she shouted, no longer wary of direct eye contact.
"Damn right I did," I snapped back and returned a piercing look of disdain. "I don't know how you did it, but you stole that job right out from underneath me and didn't say shit! A second ago I gave you countless opportunities to come clean and you kept your responses so tight I couldn't tell your lips from your asshole. Just like you, isn't it, Linn-waiting until all the hard work is done then claiming the effort. No wonder you've been so distant over the last few weeks." She caught me. I had been looking for a single bedroom behind her back for a while but needed that job in order to pay the security deposit and the first month's rent. We'd spent the first half of the year making plans to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York for the first time. It was supposed to be the trip to help us reestablish the bond we once had in the longest friendship of my life. A couple of months ago I got on Linn's Macbook Pro to reserve the hotel she wanted and I discovered a folder with pictures of her and Griffin in New York on the steps of the museum and in front of the fountain. I shouldn't have been so surprised. Linn had been so wrapped up in Griffin and never told me anything anymore, much less cared to spend P a g e | 22
any time with me. After that I'd stopped tolerating her consistent fuck ups. I looked over at a framed photograph taken of the two of us on our first day of fourth grade. I didn't want to look at her and I no longer felt as though I were still standing as tall as I was a minute ago.
"Well…" I began, "I was gonna tell you, but I wasn't planning on moving until the end of the year and I was going to give a thirty day notice." I felt her gaze and looked up, hopeful she'd believed me. "Mmm." Linnet nodded. "Well then, I guess I was gonna tell you about the job but you just got to my mail first-guess we're even."
Outside I heard the heavy downpour and the crackling of thunder as bolts of lightning pierced through the thick, overcast sky, illuminating the fallen patio furniture scattered across the backyard. We quietly stood on opposite sides of the table and looked over the room we had The storm had seemed to die down, now the only constant sound was the funneling of rushing water through the gutters. "This is stupid," Linnet said, breaking the silence. "I need to go get ready." "Where are you going?" I asked, out of habit.
Isham strolled into the dining room and over to Linn. She bent down to pet him and was no longer in view beyond the table. "Madfish Grill," she replied, "I'm meeting Griffin and some P a g e | 23 friends-reservation only." Linnet popped back up, brushing cat hair away from her tidy docent attire. "I need to change." Linnet removed the letter from the table and folded it back into thirds.
As she made the final crease, she seemed to want to look up at me but hesitated-maybe I just wanted some indication that she still cared. In one swift motion she turned and hurried out of the room without any last glance.
My chest felt as though it had caved in on itself and my breaths became slow and deep. As I was about to retreat to my bedroom, I looked over at the framed picture of Linn and me from fourth grade and wanted to hold it. I walked over to the small, waist-high shelf and P a g e | 24
picked it up-we were so young. A sympathetic smile crossed my lips and my eyes began to water. I had known our friendship had been over for a while but this was the first time it sunk in. New to the art of shotgunning and waterfalls, Thom was soon cross-faded and threw up. Fuck P a g e | 28
me. That sucked. Unable to ride his bike home, the infinity girl offered to stay behind and walked him home. Reba, maybe? Thom thought hard but could only remember the moist heat of her breath on his palm and the saltiness of her neck.
"You don't look 'fine.' You look like you're about to puke. Should I move?" Cora asked.
Thom didn't say anything, only lifted his grimy index finger to his lips and shook his head. Together they lingered in the window frame, speechless. They took in the last of the day's sun winking over the bank's brick building in the distance. Thom watched a jogger in lime green shorts across the street, the rhythmic sway of her ponytail as she dodged the rusted metal grate of the storm drain. He noticed Cora's attention fix on two boys walking side-by-side, their phones held up to each other's faces. He thought she might've caught his stare when she wrapped her slender arms around her knees, hugged them close to her chest and started to rock. His hands were trembling; he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Thom's hazy memory filtered through customers from earlier in the day, the week, then faces blurred as his P a g e | 31 mind raced and derailed to the morning his bassist took a good crack at his nose after learning Thom had slept with his girlfriend-and in their band's touring van no less. Ash, Lilly, Tramp Stamp. Thom tried to focus on the girls who passed through the shop back in high school, but there had been too many to really remember any one in particular. Another wave of nausea returned, this time with a faint headache spanning the distance between his throbbing temples.
Thom spotted the quiver of Cora's lower lip before she'd bitten down to stop it. She pressed her head into her shoulder, meeting the few tears that managed to escape their ducts. "You know," Cora began as she ran her fingers across the helmets, adjusting their spacing on the shelf, "most of Mom's stories were about working here during high school. She'd brag about skipping classes to come down here to 'make easy money doing the shit people could do for free.' And, of course, to see you."
Thom glanced down at the once white T-shirt underneath his flannel; now soaked with sweat and so transparent he was sure she could make out his small, pointed nipples and grizzly chest hair. What? Bera never worked here. "C'mon, let me help you," Cora laughed as she reached for the velcro pouch in Thom's lap. "You're being ridiculous."
In one swift motion Thom mustered a jolt of strength. He swung out his arm, shoving Cora to the ground. "Go." "Go, Cora," she teased back at him in a snotty, mocking tone as she rose to her feet. that's all it was. We were kids just having a good time!" Tears fell from Thom's reddening face.
His mouth parted, strands of saliva and mucous clung to the corners of his lips. A bubble of snot swallowed his septum ring, hanging low enough for him to taste the slimy salt.
"Shh-shh," Cora cooed as she leaned into Thom's hot breath, rubbing his upper arms. "See? That wasn't so bad." P a g e | 35
Thom snorted up a large glob of mucous and almost choked as he tried to fashion it into a wad he could get a reasonable spitting distance out of. "Wh-" Thom cleared his throat, "Why do you want to give me my insulin so bad? Thom let his puffy eyes close. The fluorescent shop lights reflecting back at him from the tile floor amplified his debilitating migraine.
"Sure, Dad. Something like that."
Thom heard the pop of Cora's knee as she bent down beside him, the clank of her cheap silver rings hitting against the metal handle of the step stool that she used to steady herself. He felt the weight of her arms, hand over hand, resting on top of his forearm. Cora crouched motionless next to her father for a few minutes, then began to roll up his sleeves. Thom made a meager attempt to lift his wrist, but his hands were too shaky-he stopped fighting Cora. He heard her unzip the pouch, then undo both thin velcro straps for his unsealed syringe and labelless vile. Thom was barely able to shake his head, "I -ate onions."
